


Fig. i. Allart van Everdingen, Ships in a Rough Sea, c. 1645, oil on 
canvas, Stadelsches Kunstinstitut Frankfurt, photo: Ursula Edelmann 

sion of natural effects for his paintings and draw­
ings. 8 

The vessels depicted by Backhuysen are flutes. 
These cargo ships were at the core of the enormous 
merchant fleet that was so essential to Dutch pros­
perity. Flutes were particularly important for trade 
with Scandinavia, and they traversed the Baltic Sea 
with loads of grain or lumber destined for Dutch 
markets. It would be along these trade routes that 
sailors would encounter cliffs and rocky shores rem­
iniscent of the rugged terrain threatening the ships 

in Backhuysen's painting. Many of the ships in this 
fleet came from Hoorn , one of the most important 
ports on the Zuider Zee, the seat of one of the 
chambers of the East India Company, and the city 
where the flute was first built in the late sixteenth 
century. 9 Since the red-and-white striped flag of 
Hoorn flies from the foremast of the ship to the 
right, Backhuysen's scene may relate to a specific 
event in Hoorn's history. 1 0 

Even i f a historic episode lies behind its concep­
tion, this tempest scene belongs to a Dutch and 
Flemish pictorial tradition that reaches back to the 
late sixteenth century. Artists as diverse as Jan 
Brueghel the Elder (1568-1625), Paulus Br i l (1554— 
1626), Bonaventura Peeters (1614-1652), Adam W i l -
laerts (1577-1664), Simon de Vlieger (1601-1653), 
and Jacob Adriaensz. Bellevois (q.v.) found a ready 
market for such works not only because of the in­
herent drama of their subjects, but also because 
these scenes spoke to a deep-seated fear for all those 
whose lives depended on the sea. Rocky shores, in 
particular, had ominous overtones. O n a practical 
level, they were to be feared in the midst of a storm, 
but they also symbolized inhospitable, foreign 
lands, the Dutch coast being predominantly lined 
by dunes. 

Bellevois' Sea Storm on a Rocky Coast (fig. 2), which 
was executed in 1664, only three years before Back­
huysen's work, offers a particularly interesting com­
positional and thematic comparison. As ships are 

Fig. 2. Jacob Adriaensz. Bellevois, Sea Storm on a Rocky Coast, 1664, 
oil on canvas, Braunschweig, Herzog Anton Ulrich-Museum 



L u d o l f B a c k h u y s e n , Ships in Distress off a Rocky Coast, 1985.29.1 
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cast about in the stormy sea, some survivors of a 
wreck have made it to shore and are praying to G o d . 
The painting is anecdotal in the extreme, yet its 
underlying allegorical concept is fundamental to this 
genre of images: these survivors have overcome the 
turbulence of life and have reached the rock of their 
salvation, through the intervention of G o d , to whom 
they offer prayers of thanksgiving. 1 1 Backhuysen, 
on the other hand, focuses the entire drama on the 
boats at sea. H e simplifies the image and removes 
the obvious theological and allegorical messages. For 
these sailors to survive, they must overcome the 
forces of nature through their own prowess as well as 
through the good graces of a deity above. 

The painting is in a remarkable state of preserva­
tion. A l l of the details are intact, including the masts, 
sails, and lines on the ships. Particularly fascinating 
is the manner in which Backhuysen has indicated 
the spray from the waves by flicking a brush loaded 
with lead-white paint against the canvas. This tech­
nique gives an immediacy to the scene that is not 
often found in his later works, when his manner of 
painting became heavier. Although no preliminary 
drawing for this painting is known, a drawing of a 
Ship in Distress in a Thunderstorm (Museum Boymans-
van Beuningen, Rotterdam) has much the same 
spirit and may have been executed about the same 
time. 1 2 A smaller version of the painting, attributed 
to Backhuysen, was on the N e w York art market in 
.98 7 .

1 3 

Notes 
i . T h e A r t h u r George ownersh ip , as we l l as the D e l 

M o n t e reference ci ted below, come from labels that were 
former ly affixed to the stretcher. 

2. Informat ion taken f rom an o ld label on the back. 
3. George Keyes i n Minneapo l i s 1990, 88, interprets the 

vessel as floundering because it has "suffered terrible damage 
to its masts." However , the c rew has taken control o f the 
si tuation b y removing the upper por t ion o f the mast. A 
s imi lar strategy against the forces o f a s torm can be seen i n 
Backhuysen 's 1694 pa in t ing o f the D u t c h men-of-war Ridder-
shap and Hollandia i n the midst o f a hurr icane in the Straits o f 
G i b r a l t a r (R i jksmuseum, A m s t e r d a m ; inv. A 4856, repro. i n 

Ri jksmuseum 1992, 20); the Hollandia is l ikewise shown w i t h ­
out the top por t ion o f the mainmast because its commander 
had it cut d o w n to save the ship d u r i n g the s torm. See 
Kat t enburg 1989, 42. 

4. G o e d d e 1986, 142, v iews the situation more negatively. 
H e writes that "few o f the sailors i n Backhuysen 's picture 
w i l l survive these cliffs." 

5. Backhuysen painted a number o f tempest scenes i n 
later years, among them actual events (see note 2), imaginary 
scenes, and a few representations o f b ib l ica l stories, such as 
The Shipwreck of Paul, c. 1690-1700, S t i f tung H e n r i N a n n e n , 
E m d e n (color repro. i n N a n n e n 1985, 43). 

6. H o u b r a k e n 1753, 2: 237. 
7. Everdingen's tempest views may reflect his o w n exper i ­

ences: H o u b r a k e n 1753, 2: 238 relates that Everd ingen had 
been sh ipwrecked off the coast o f N o r w a y . 

8. H o u b r a k e n 1753, 2: 238. A s Egber t Have rkamp-
Begemann has noted (personal communica t ion) , H o u b r a -
ken's comments have the character o f topoi , rather than state­
ments o f fact. 

9. Minneapo l i s 1990, 305. 
10. R o b Ka t t enburg , letter o f 1 Oc tobe r 1987, identifies the 

flag and adds, " S u c h a flag flown from the foremast usual ly 
signifies the residence o f the shipowner, whereas a townsflag 
flying f rom the rear mast indicates the home o f the skipper." 
In the op in ion o f H . W. Saalt ink, curator o f the Westfries 
M u s e u m , "no special event f rom the H o o r n his tory has been 
depicted" (letter o f 28 N o v e m b e r 1991). B o t h letters are i n 
N G A curatorial files. 

11. Fo r an iconographic assessment o f this pa in t ing , see 
Jochen L u c k h a r d t in Braunschweig 1991, 28-31. A l s o rele­
vant to the interpretation o f such paintings is a long emblema­
tic t radi t ion i n w h i c h storm-tossed ships, threatened by 
rocky shores, are given various allegorical meanings. In 
A n d r e a A l d a n ' s Emblemata (Le iden , 1556), for example, this 
mo t i f represented danger to the ship o f state, whereas A d -
riaan Spinniker , i n his Leerzaame Zinnebeelden (Haa r l em, 1714), 
uses it to illustrate the dangers to the soul that result f rom a 
life unmind fu l o f G o d . 

12. Inv. no. H . 209. T h i s connect ion was noted by Keyes 
in Minneapo l i s 1990, 221-222, no. 62 (repro.). 

13. Sale, Chr is t ie ' s , N e w York , 13 January 1987, no. 72, o i l 
on canvas, 26 x 31 inches. 
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